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    Chapter 3   
 Higher Education Development in Korea: 
Accomplishments and Challenges 

             Jung     Cheol     Shin    

3.1             Introduction 

 Korean higher education has been rapidly growing during last six decades. This 
growth is seen both in the quality of education as well as in quantity. The extent 
of this accomplishment is clear when we compare Korean higher education to 
other developing countries. When Korea gained independence from Japan in 
1945, its higher education was quite limited with only 7,819 students enrolled in 
colleges (Lee  1989 ). By 2008, the tertiary enrollment rate was 98 % which is the 
highest among the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) countries. This is related to Korea’s rapid economic growth since the 
1960s. Economic growth has provided a job market for college graduates and 
enabled the government to invest public funding in higher education which in turn 
has provided high quality human resources for economic growth. These cyclical 
chains of higher education-economic growth have been developed through strong 
government leadership. 

 Since the mid-1990s, the quantity and quality of Korean higher education has 
been transformed through a comprehensive education reform policy (5.31 Education 
Reform) established by the Kim Young-Sam Administration (1993–1997). The 
Presidential Commission on Education Reform proposed 120 reform agendas. Of 
these, 14 agendas were related to higher education. These reform agendas were 
designed to enhance the quality of education as well as to provide better and more 
opportunities for diverse higher education clients (Presidential Commission on 
Education Reform  1997 ). Most of the policy agendas were continued by the Kim 
Dae-Jung Administration (1998–2002) and the Rho Mu Hyun Administration 
(2003–2007) (Presidential Commission on Education Innovation  2007 ). These 
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 policy efforts enabled Korean higher education to grow qualitatively as well as 
quantitatively. 

 In the late 1990s and the 2000s, the policy focus shifted towards knowledge 
production and national competitiveness in high-tech areas (Park and Leydesdorff 
 2010 ). The Korean government began to invest aggressively in research and 
development (R&D). For example, the Brain Korea 21 (BK 21) project is one of 
the well known projects (for details, see Shin  2009a ) and subsequent policy initia-
tives such as World Class University, Humanity Korea (HK), Social Science 
Korea (SSK) were initiated by the Korean government in the late 2000s. Academic 
productivity by Korean researchers has increased signifi cantly through these policy 
efforts. About 20 times more articles were published between 1990 and 2008 
(1,382 articles in 1990 compared with 26,690 in 2008) (my calculation based on 
Web of Science data). 

 One question often asked is how has Korea accomplished such impressive growth 
in higher education at the same time as the economy has grown. Korean higher 
education and economic development mutually reinforce one another. Well trained 
human resources accelerated the economic productivity, and economic develop-
ment generated resources to invest in higher education development. The success 
story of Korean higher education might be better understood through comparative 
discussions about other Asian higher education systems. This chapter therefore dis-
cusses Korean higher education development in the context of East Asian higher 
education. In the discussion, this chapter focuses on three factors (Western univer-
sity ideas, the Confucian tradition, and the co-development of economy and higher 
education) to explain higher education development in Korea.  

3.2     Higher Education Development in Korea 

 A brief discussion of some of the features of higher education development in Korea 
provides background knowledge for the following discussions. Specifi cally, this 
section pays attention to the policy approaches of the Korean government in the 
development of higher education. These policy approaches have implications for 
other countries. In an analytical review of government policy and the growth of 
Korean education, three characteristics are identifi ed: an incremental approach to 
access from elementary to higher education, private institution-led enrollment 
growth, and an approach where quantity leads quality. 

 First, the rapid growth of Korean higher education is not independent of the 
growth of elementary and secondary education. The incremental approach was not 
intentionally designed by the government to develop education; rather, the incre-
mental approach was a policy response to educational demand (Kim  2007 ). 
However, the demand for education and the policy response were interrelated and 
encouraged upward development from elementary to graduate education. Student 
enrollments reached their highest point in the late 1960s; middle school enroll-
ments grew rapidly in the 1970s and mid-1980s; high school enrollments grew in 
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the 1970s and the 1980s; higher education enrollments in the 1980s and 1990s; 
graduate enrollments in the 2000s (for details, see Fig.  3.2 ). These trends show that 
Korean education has developed incrementally from elementary to graduate educa-
tion over a period of six decades. Table  3.1  shows education development in Korea 
during the last six decades in terms of student enrollment, the national economy, 
and educational budget.

   The incremental approach provided educational opportunity at the lower lev-
els, but produced a bottle-neck at the upper levels (Byun  2010 ; Kim  2007 ). For 
example, many of the elementary school graduates had to wait for middle school 
admission which required applicants to pass a competitive examination. The 
competition was noticeable in highly rated middle schools because the student 
quota was very limited. As result, there was a long waiting list and some students 
even took private tutoring from upper high school students or college students. 
The middle school admission and its rigid hierarchy became an issue of concern. 
The government’s response in 1971 was to expand middle school quotas and 
break the rigid hierarchy between middle schools through an exam-free middle 
school admission policy. 

 The bottle neck then moved up to high school because many middle school grad-
uates who were admitted without an exam moved on to study at high school, espe-
cially at highly reputed schools. Three years after the exam-free middle school 
admission policy in 1974, the Korean government adopted a high school zone pol-
icy (or high school equalization policy – for details, see Byun  2010 ) to minimize the 
intense competition between high school applicants. The government began to 
apply the policy in metropolitan and mid-size cities. The high school zone enabled 
students to be admitted by a local school when they passed a high school admission 
exam. In addition, the government encouraged the establishment of high schools by 
providing teachers’ salary and operating budgets for private schools. 

 Through the exam-free admission policy and high school zone policy, the com-
petition between students moved to the exam for college and university admission. 
In the late 1970s, many high school graduates who had been admitted to high school 
under the school zone policy found themselves on a long waiting list for college 
admission. To respond to this dilemma, the Korean government adopted a policy to 
expand the student quota by allowing colleges to increase admissions by 130 %. 
This policy led to the fi rst stage of higher education enrollment growth in the 1980s. 
The enrollment growth began to accelerate in the early 1990s (the second growth 
spurt) when the government chartered many private higher education institutions 
and increased the student quota again in 1990. Finally, a qualitative shift started 
when undergraduate enrollment plateau in the early 2000s, and graduate enrollment 
began to increase (the third growth stage). 

 Second, the rapid expansion of Korean higher education has mostly relied on the 
private sector. Korea has the greatest proportion of privately-funded educational 
institutions among the OECD countries (Shin and Harman  2009 ). Student enroll-
ment in the private sector is over 80 %. A private sector-led growth of higher educa-
tion is a feature of a fast growing higher education market in other countries also 
such as Eastern European countries, Brazil, India, and China (Levy  2006 ). Among 
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the developed countries, the USA, Japan, Taiwan, and Korea have a large share of 
private institutions. Unlike European countries where private higher education was 
not welcomed by their governments, the Korean government adopted a fl exible 
policy concerning the chartering of private institutions. The government’s progres-
sive policy toward private institutions allowed the government to reallocate resources 
for investment in elementary and secondary education, as well as in R&D. However, 
there was an issue with an underfunded government budget for higher education 
compared with elementary and secondary education. 

 Third, in the periods of expansion of higher education the Korean government 
also paid attention to the quality of higher education. Three governmental efforts 
were initiated to enhance the quality of higher education. The three policy initiatives 
were a quality assurance framework, performance-based and incentive funding 
(hereafter “incentive funding”) systems, and aggressive research funding systems. 
Through these initiatives, the Korean government began to emphasize equally the 
quality of higher education as well as expanding access to higher education. 

 First, the Korean government adopted a quality framework to maintain quality 
during the period of fast growing higher education enrollment. For example, the 
government adopted a university evaluation system in 1982 immediately after the 
increase of student enrollment by 130 % in 1980. This evaluation system was trans-
formed into an accreditation system in 1994 during the second stage of higher edu-
cation enrollment increase (Korean Council for University Education  2001 ). 

 Second, the Korean government adopted an evaluation-based & incentive fund-
ing system in which institutional performance and university reform plans are 
weighted as the determinants of resource allocation (Shin and Jang  2013 ). The bud-
get mechanism was expanded rapidly in the early 1990s and in 2008 the share of 
incentive funding was 90 % of the total higher education budget. 

 Third, the Korean government began to provide research funding to enhance the 
country’s competitiveness in the global economy. To this end, the Korean govern-
ment and private corporations began to aggressively invest R&D. The share of R&D 
in the GDP was the second highest (at 3.5 %) among the OECD countries in 2008.  

3.3     Western University Ideas, Confucian Tradition, 
and Economic Development 

 Higher education scholars use diverse perspectives to address higher education 
development in Asian countries, especially in East Asia. This section explains higher 
education development in Korea in terms of three factors—Western university ideas, 
the Confucian tradition, and economic development. The discussion enables readers 
to compare Korean higher education development with that of other Asian countries. 
While the cultural tradition and the Western infl uence have been imposed on each 
country, some have been able to move forward while others remain stuck. 

 Although there have been long standing higher learning institutions in East 
Asia including Korea, modern university ideas developed in the Western countries 
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and were imported into East Asia in the 1800s. Although it is simplistic, well-
known modern university ideas of the German, English, and French models are 
infl uential in their former colonial regions as well as in their own territory. Among 
these, the English and German models were imported and reshaped as the US 
modern university in the late 1800s (Clark  1983 ). The US modern university has 
been a strong infl uence in the East Asian countries since World War II (Altbach 
 1989 ; Cummings  2003 ). 

 East Asian countries have adopted modern university ideas and integrated them 
into the educational and cultural traditions of the region. For example, although 
higher education in Malaysia, Singapore, and Hong Kong China is based on the 
British model (Altbach  1989 ), these countries demonstrate different patterns of 
enrollment growth, academic culture, and governance systems. In East Asia, the 
Confucian tradition has strongly infl uenced their education, culture and social life 
in general. The adopted modern university idea has interacted with the educational 
and cultural traditions and has led to the current university development of the East 
Asia, especially in the North- East Asian countries (e.g., Japan, China, and Korea). 
In addition, economic factors should be acknowledged when discussing university 
development in East Asian countries (e.g., Marginson  2011 ; St. George  2006 ). The 
recent development of higher education in East Asian countries is closely associated 
with economic development in the region. 

 Through their interaction, these three factors have infl uenced higher education 
development in Korea as well as in other East Asian countries (e.g., Japan, China, 
and Taiwan). The Western ideas provided a basis for the university model (contents, 
governance, administration, academic culture, etc.), cultural and education tradition 
together infl uenced university development, and economic development drove 
higher education development. 

3.3.1     Western University Ideas 

 As Altbach ( 1989 ) and Cummings ( 2003 ) have pointed out, East Asian countries 
imported the idea of the modern university from Western countries, such as Britain, 
Germany, France, and the U.S. These models were transplanted during colonization 
and are still infl uential in contemporary higher education in Asian countries. The 
one exception is Japan which imported the German model in the 1870s without 
undergoing colonization and developed its own model (Cummings  2003 ; Nakayama 
 1989 ). In contemporary higher education, the US model is very infl uential in Asian 
countries because these countries tend to benchmark the American university sys-
tem (e.g., Kim  2007 ; Ma  2009 ; Wu et al.  1989 ). 

 The differences among East Asian higher education systems may stem from the 
different ideas about modern higher education in each country. For example, Great 
Britain infl uenced higher education in Singapore, Malaysia, and Hong Kong China. 
The German research university model has infl uenced Japanese higher education 
and in turn the idea was implanted in Japan’s former colonies of Korea, Taiwan and 
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in some local areas in mainland China (e.g., Altbach  1989 ; Cummings  2003 ; 
Hayhoe  1995 ). French higher education had an impact on Vietnamese higher educa-
tion. Clearly, Western educational ideas have left a legacy in contemporary East 
Asian higher education and these infl uences have been maintained through continu-
ous interactions with the West (Altbach  1989 ). 

 Similar to most Asian countries, Korean higher education has been considerably 
infl uenced by Western higher education. Modern Korean universities can trace their 
origins back to one of three sources: Western missionary-established education, 
Japanese colonial government-established, and education philanthropist-established 
institutions (Shin  2011 ). Although the three types differ in their focus, most of the 
elements of the modern Korean university (e.g., academic courses, governance, aca-
demic organization, and teaching and research) came from the Western university 
model through Western missionaries, and Japanese or educated Korean leaders. 

 In 1924, during the Japanese colonial periods (1910–1945), the colonial gov-
ernment established Kyungsung Imperial University modeled after Tokyo Imperial 
University. The Kyungsung Imperial University adopted the German model 
through the Tokyo Imperial University which itself was modeled on the German 
universities (e.g., Kim  2007 ; Lee  1989 ). Since independence from Japan, how-
ever, Korean universities have imported many ideas from US universities (Lee 
 1989 ). For example, the former Kyungsung Imperial University was reorganized 
as Seoul National University in 1946 when the American military was ruling the 
southern Korean peninsula. 

 Since then, many students have studied abroad and brought back ideas from the 
West, especially from US universities. According to Lee ( 1989 ), 111 scholars were 
trained at a US university between 1945 and 1950. These scholars brought back 
ideas from the West to incorporate into Korean universities. Currently, 40 % of all 
Korean academics have been trained at a foreign university, and this rate of foreign 
trained professors has remained at similar levels since the 1960s. This suggests that 
Western universities have had a continuous infl uence on Korean universities 
although Korean higher education was already established and its performance 
noticed worldwide (e.g., Leydesdorff and Shin  2011 ; Leydesdorff and Zhou  2005 ). 

 The US model is represented by dual system of undergraduate and graduate 
 education, departmental systems in academic administration, shared governance, 
differences in mission between institutions, course-based education, and the credit 
hour system (Clark  1983 ). The conventional German university has quite different 
features from the US model. For example, the German university emphasizes aca-
demic freedom, a rigid hierarchy between academics, and grants supreme power to 
the departmental chair. Their system is also marked by seminar-based academic 
training, equal social status of all universities across the country, and most of the 
universities are public (Clark  1983 ). 

 The current Korean higher education system is a hybrid of the German model 
(through the Japanese model) and the US model (e.g., Altbach  1989 ; Kim  2007 ). 
Some features of the German model are embedded in Korean higher education. For 
example, Korean scholars emphasize seniority in their academic relationship (Shin 
and Jang  2013 ), policymakers consider all universities as equals, and government 

3 Higher Education Development in Korea: Accomplishments and Challenges



50

policy does not acknowledge institutional diversity in its administration (Shin et al. 
 2007 ). On the other hand, Korean universities have been infl uenced by US universi-
ties, adopting the US department system (rather than the German chair system), 
course-based credit hour (rather than the German seminar course), charging stu-
dents for tuition, and relying on the private sector to provide a large proportion of 
higher education. In point of fact, US models have been infl uencing higher educa-
tion worldwide. Even European universities benchmark US universities to enhance 
their competitiveness in the global economy (Teichler  2009 ). 

 The US model provided the basis for the transformation of Korean higher educa-
tion from elite to mass and universal higher education. The German notion of uni-
versity being for selected elite students whereas the US is more open to the general 
public as well as selected elite students. By adopting US ideas, Korean policymak-
ers began to encourage the rapid growth of university education. Many US univer-
sity trained professors in Korea aggressively adopted innovative curricula and 
instructional methods as well as credit-based course systems and effi cient adminis-
trative units (department systems) (Lee  1989 ). Together, these enabled Korean uni-
versities to absorb the rapid increase of university enrollment.  

3.3.2     Confucian Tradition 

 Some scholars (e.g., Vogel  1991 ) explain the rapid economic development of East 
Asian countries from the perspective of the Confucian tradition as well as in terms 
of political factors (e.g., strong leadership, effective policy, state planning, and tal-
ented bureaucrats.). Similarly, the Confucian tradition is used to explain education 
development. For example, Marginson ( 2011 ) discusses four features of the 
Confucian tradition that relate to higher education development in East Asia: strong 
government initiatives, private investment in accomplishing universal higher educa-
tion, one chance college entrance examination, and extensive investment to estab-
lish a world-class research university. These features may explain how the Confucian 
tradition has systematically infl uenced the development of higher education. 

 Among these features, a key factor is education enthusiasm in East Asian society. 
Just as the Judeo-Christian tradition is at the core of socio-cultural systems in 
Western society, Confucianism is at the center of social and cultural systems in East 
Asian countries (Lee  2002 ; St. George  2006 ). From a comparative perspective, this 
cultural tradition produced similarities in higher education development between 
some East Asian countries (e.g., Hayhoe  1995 ; Marginson  2011 ). In the Confucian 
culture, an exam-based fi ltering system was developed and education has func-
tioned as a way to improve social status. The cultural tradition may be related to the 
rapid growth of education including higher education. These countries show notice-
able growth in knowledge-based innovations too (e.g., Arimoto  2009 ; Chang et al. 
 2009 ; Marginson  2011 ). 

 The Confucian tradition had a profound impact on modern higher education in 
Korea. First of all, Koreans have a strong desire for education (educational 
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 enthusiasm). As Lee ( 2002 ) argued, “…the educational enthusiasm of the Korean 
people was a major factor in expending the national higher education as well as to 
develop the national economy (p. 59).” Because of the strong desire to educate their 
children, parents invest a considerable proportion of their household income in their 
children’s education. This desire for education drives the development of education, 
but it also brings problems such as over-education and shadow education at the 
same time (e.g., Dawson  2010 ; Lee et al.  2010 ). 

 Second, another social heritage of the Confucian tradition is the examination- 
based resource allocation in society. Education systems have been used as a way to 
fi lter out high ability people for public offi ce and to limit educational opportunity 
for others. Both offi cial employment systems and educational systems are highly 
interrelated and examinations have been used since the Silla Dynasty in the late- 
eighth century (A.D. 788) (Lee  2002 ). The examination based fi ltering systems 
have been applied in modern Korean education. Because of the strong social 
demands for higher education, the Korean government adopted a new policy to 
lighten the exam burden and to provide more opportunity for high school graduates 
in 1980 (Kim and Woo  2009 ). Since then, Korea has become one of the fastest 
growing higher education systems in the world. 

 Third, because of the strong desire for education and an exam-based fi ltering 
system, there has been intense competition for admittance to prestigious institutions 
including overseas universities. This competition led to a rigid hierarchy between 
universities (Kim  2007 ). This competition and the rigid hierarchy is a continuing 
issue in contemporary higher education. Ranking which is another aspect of compe-
tition has been an issue among East Asian countries, e.g., Korea, Japan, Taiwan, and 
China. Studying in a top ranked university signifi cantly infl uence the later success 
of graduates because the alumni become a strong network. Consequently, students 
who failed to gain entry to top ranked universities attempt admission to highly 
ranked universities repeatedly. This intense competition between students has 
enabled Koreans to achieve extremely rapid growth in higher education over the 
past six decades (e.g., Kim and Lee  2006 ; Kim and Woo  2009 ). 

 Fourth, user pays’ is widely applied in public as well as private higher education 
in Korea. In 2007, for example, 14.2 % of the education budget (more specifi cally 
the budget of Korean Ministry of Education) went to tertiary education with 86.8 % 
going to the other education sectors (Kindergarten, elementary, secondary, and adult 
education). This share of budget for tertiary education is quite low when compared 
with other countries: for example, 23.3 % in Australia, 21.9 % in France, 31.0 % in 
Hong Kong China, 18.4 % in Japan, 23.7 % USA, 17.4 % in UK in 2008 (data based 
on World Bank). Private institutions generate most of their operational budget 
(about 40–50 %) from student tuition. An important issue is how students and par-
ents pay such a large share of university tuition. A low tax rate helps, as Salerno 
( 2004 ) has pointed out in his paper on private higher education and public funding. 
Koreans pay about 26 % of their GDP as tax while in 2008 the tax rate of OECD 
countries averaged 35 % and North European countries over 40 %. In addition, 
rapid economic growth provides job opportunities enabling parents to pay for uni-
versity tuition for their children. Korea’s unemployment rate of 4 % in 2009 was the 
lowest among the OECD countries.  
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3.3.3     Economic Development and Higher Education 

 Economic development may explain the differences in higher education develop-
ment across countries sharing a similar cultural tradition (in this paper, mostly the 
Confucian tradition) and infl uenced by the Western university ideas. One can argue 
that economic development contributes to higher education and vice versa, since 
higher education contributes to economic development through training human 
resources and providing a knowledge-base for industrial development. The training 
of human resources can be measured by the level of tertiary enrollment. While the 
causality between the rate of higher education enrollment and economic growth 
may be controversial (e.g., Psacharopoulos and Patrinos  2004 ; Windolf  1992 ; Wolf 
 2002 ), both are closely interrelated. The countries with the fastest growing higher 
education (e.g., Korea, Taiwan, Singapore, China, and Malaysia) also have the fast-
est growing economies. 

 The close link between economic development and higher education may explain 
why Asian countries differ in their higher education enrollment rate although they 
share the same culture (Confucian) and university ideas (Western models) (Hayhoe 
 1995 ). For example, although Japan, Korea, and Taiwan share the same university 
model and Confucian tradition, higher education development differs in each coun-
try according to their economic development. Similarly, while Singapore and 
Malaysia share similar cultural and historical contexts, both countries differ in 
higher education development. The close relationship between higher education 
and economic development is demonstrated in Fig.  3.1  where GDP per capita and 
tertiary enrollment is associated on the regression line.  

  Fig. 3.1    Tertiary education enrollment rate (%) and GDP. Notes: GDP is thousand US$ in 2008       
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 According to this, most countries are located close to the average (regression 
line) except Korea which shows a relatively high tertiary enrollment compared to its 
economic development. From an economic point of view, higher education enroll-
ment has both positive and also negative sides (e.g., Heckman  2003 ). Although 
access to higher education has been emphasized and many countries have focused 
on enhancing tertiary enrollment, an oversupply of tertiary educated people is a 
cause of unemployment and may be an obstacle to further economic development 
(e.g., Wang  2003 ; Wang and Liu  2010 ). On the other hand, under-education is also 
detrimental to economic development, especially in a knowledge-based economy. 

 In the knowledge economy, academic discussion on higher education develop-
ment moves its focus from enrollment growth to academic productivity (e.g., 
Altbach  2009 ; Shin and Cummings  2010 ) because knowledge is the source of 
national competitiveness. Enrollment may represent the quantity of higher educa-
tion while academic productivity represents another higher education output. 
Further, higher education scholars begin to focus on the quality as well as the 
 quantity of knowledge production. Along the same lines, scholars begin to measure 
how knowledge production correlates with industrial development in each country 
(e.g., Park and Leydesdorff  2010 ). 

 A noticeable feature of Korean higher education is that its growth has been 
closely related to economic development. Government policy has promoted this 
relationship. When the Park Jung-Hee government took power in 1961, it estab-
lished a long-term plan with economic development as its primary focus. This pol-
icy was continued by President Park from 1961 to 1979 and by subsequent 
governments, emphasizing the development of human resources to stimulate eco-
nomic development. 

 During this period, national policy focused on economic development and the 
policies for other sectors were regarded as supplementary to economic development 
(e.g., Kim  1997 ; Kwack  1998 ; Rha and Byun  2007 ). For example, it was believed 
that the rights of workers, freedom of speech, and academic freedom could be sac-
rifi ced in favor of economic development. Education was not regarded as indepen-
dent from economic development, but as a supporting system through producing a 
trained and educated population. This is similar to other Asian countries where eco-
nomic development is the priority (e.g., Cummings  2011 ; Wu et al.  1989 ; Wang and 
Liu  2010 ). 

 The contribution of education to economic development in Korea has been sup-
ported by rate of return studies (e.g., Kim  1986 ,  1997 ). This can be understood by 
reviewing the interrelatedness of industrial development and education develop-
ment over the past four decades (Choi  1997 ). For example, elementary education 
provided critical manpower for labor intensive industry (light industry) in the 1960s 
and early 1970s. Secondary education was critical for chemical and heavy industry 
in the 1970s and in the early 1980s when this was the focus of economic develop-
ment. Higher education became important when technology-based industry emerged 
in the 1980s and 1990s, and graduate education when the knowledge-based econ-
omy emerged in the late 1990s. The close link between education and economic 
development is demonstrated in Fig.  3.2 .  
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 In the 1990s, with the movement toward a global economy, the Korean govern-
ment began to move its industrial focus towards high-tech industry. The Korean gov-
ernment began to emphasize research productivity in its resource allocation in order 
to stimulate knowledge production and knowledge-based innovation. For example, 
the government developed several programs to fund knowledge production including 
the Brain Korea 21 program of 1999, designed to build research universities in Korea 
(Shin  2009a ). The second round of the BK project was launched in 2006, and other 
follow up projects (e.g., World Class University, Humanity Korea, and Social Science 
Korea.) have been implemented. Although the Korean government has under-
invested in higher education, it allocates the second highest level of research and 
development (R&D) funding (3.5 % of GDP) among OECD countries. 

 In summarizing the discussion, Korean higher education development is explained 
by the three components (Confucian tradition, Western university ideas, and economic 
development). Of the three dimensions, this section paid attention to co-development 
of higher education and the economy because economic factors best explain why 
some countries have well developed higher education while others are not although 
they share the same Confucian tradition and model for a modern university.   

3.4      Challenges for Korean Higher Education 

 The rapid development of higher education in Korea has been accompanied by vari-
ous challenges (e.g., Shin and Harman  2009 ). Noticeable challenges are related to 
the issue of quality, lack of mission differentiation between higher education institu-
tions, uncompetitive graduate education, the lack of competitive research centers, 

  Fig. 3.2    Education and economic development in Korea (Data Source:  Annual Education 
Statistics  (Korean Education Development Institute, 1965–2010)). Notes: Tertiary enrollment 
includes junior college, polytech, and university       
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high unemployment of college graduates, increase in student tuition, insuffi cient 
public funding, and ineffective funding systems. This section focuses on mission 
differentiation between higher education institutions, uncompetitive graduate educa-
tion, the lack of competitive research centers, and ineffective fund mechanisms as 
the major challenges. The other issues have already been discussed to some extent 
somewhere in this book including Chap.   1    . 

3.4.1     Lack of Mission Differentiation 

 Higher education institutions function differently depending on their mission focus 
because a university may not function effi ciently in relation to all three of the major 
functions––teaching, research, and service (Shin  2009b ). For example, the univer-
sity is always struggling to deliver high quality teaching as well as excellence in 
research. This is related to the time available to university professors who fi nd that 
assigning more time on teaching results in reduced time on research. Ideally, dif-
ferentiating functional focus according to different types of higher education insti-
tutions (e.g., 4-year comprehensive university, 4-year polytechnic, and 2-year 
college) and also within the same type of institutions, contributes to organizational 
effectiveness. In Korean higher education contexts, 2-year vocational training insti-
tutions, 4-year polytechnics, and 4-year comprehensive universities are institution-
alized as a system for providing higher learning programs. However, the functional 
differentiation between different types of institutions is breaking down with the 
rapid massifi cation of higher education. 

 Four-year comprehensive universities began to provide vocational/technical 
training programs to attract more students and to provide better job opportunities for 
their graduates; 2-year colleges also began to provide humanities courses to provide 
education service at lower prices; in addition, polytechnics provide programs in 
social sciences and humanities and some of them have already evolved into compre-
hensive universities. Further, the formal differentiation between universities by 
national law ( Higher Education Law ) was eliminated in 1997 and all higher 
 education institutions can use the term “university” in their name. With these 
changes, mission differentiation between different types of higher education institu-
tions became less clear. 

 In addition, the mission differentiation between 4-year comprehensive universi-
ties is unclear in their program provisions because most 4-year comprehensive 
 universities identify themselves as a research university regardless of their actual 
research capability (Shin  2009b ). As a consequence, higher education institutions 
became similar in their programs, and their mission differentiated little from one 
university to another. Most Korean universities have more than 30 departments in all 
fi elds including arts and humanities, social sciences, natural sciences, and engineer-
ing. This is joked about as a “department store” which implies that Korean universi-
ties offer every program that a modern university can provide. 
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 The Korean government attempted to differentiate mission focus between 
research focused and teaching focused universities by providing special research 
funding for research competitive  universities (Shin  2009a ). The Brain Korea 21 
Project launched in 1999 is a representative project. However, this initiative led 
most Korean universities to identify as research focused in an effort to attract the 
BK project funding. In addition, a government initiative to improve research pro-
ductivity resulted in the favoring of research performance- oriented personnel, fac-
ulty hiring and promotion mainly based on research productivity regardless of 
institutional mission focus (Byun et al.  2013 ; Shin and Jang  2013 ). Korean govern-
ment developed new projects to make balance between research focused and teach-
ing focused universities by providing special funding for teaching quality. However, 
again many research focused universities were funded from the project because. 

 With the rapid massifi cation of higher education, mission differentiation between 
different types of Korean universities became a social issue as well as a policy one. 
The mission ambiguity of comprehensive universities has led to a drain on public 
resources, and pushed Korean academics to invest most of their time and energy on 
research activities. Determining how to infl uence universities to be more mission 
focused is a serious and continuing policy issue in Korean higher education.  

3.4.2     Uncompetitive Graduate Education and Lack 
of Competitive Research Centers 

 Korean higher education developed in close relationship with foreign higher educa-
tion. Since the 1960s, many Korean students have studied abroad and the percentage 
of Korean professors who are foreign degree holders is about 40 % as explained. 
The study abroad contributed to the rapid development of Korean higher education. 
However, this also resulted in Korean academics importing new knowledge from 
abroad instead of establishing their own research centers in Korea. Although 
President Park Jung-Hee established research institutions to provide a technological 
basis for economic development, many talented scientists and engineers continue to 
study abroad, mostly in the USA (Shin and Lee  2014 ). 

 Sending talented graduate students to study abroad may expose them to cutting 
edge knowledge and technology, but it also has negative impacts on Korean gradu-
ate education. Many competitive research universities are struggling with attracting 
talented graduate students because most master students from a competitive Korean 
university prefer to study abroad for their doctoral degree. This is related to a social 
perception that those with foreign doctorates are more research productive than 
domestic degree holders. However, this is not true as Shin and his colleagues (Shin 
et al.  2014 ) found in their comparative analysis of three higher education 
 system--Korea, Hong Kong China, and Malaysia where large share of professors 
hold foreign doctoral degrees. In addition, the imported knowledge may or may not 
fi t the Korean context, so that the social contribution of knowledge is relatively 
weak. This is particularly serious in the humanities and social sciences, where social 
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context provides a fundamental basis for research. Many professors who are trained 
from abroad struggle with their research once they return, and some simply repli-
cate Western theories in Korean contexts. 

 Unless Korean universities strengthen their research capacities, this situation is 
unlikely to change. In addition, the brain drain of talented students will continue and 
make it increasingly diffi cult to establish competitive research centers, if the atti-
tude towards domestic degree holders does not change (Shin et al.  2014 ). This is a 
critical policy issue because it is hard to support a knowledge economy without 
competitive research centers. Some aggressive policy makers have proposes a quota 
system, whereby a certain share of newly hired faculty members must be domestic 
degree holders. The Korean government has previously been successful in increas-
ing female faculty numbers and decreasing the rate of academic inbreeding rate by 
adopting quota systems. The major concern now is how to change faculty hiring 
systems in favor of domestic degree holders without decreasing the quality of newly 
hired academics (Shin et al.  2014 ). Policy makers and institutional leaders could 
learn from Japanese higher education where most professors are trained at a 
Japanese university.  

3.4.3     Ineffective Funding Mechanisms: Incentive Funding 

 The Korean government adopted incentive funding systems as a mean for bringing 
additional resources in the early 1990s. This is related to the rapid growth of mass 
higher education and the government’s desire to reform universities. The incentive 
funding system is very attractive to universities because public funding has not been 
increased despite rising student enrollment rates since the 1980s. For example, all 
Korean universities were allowed to enroll an additional 30 % of their students in 
1980 as a way of expanding access to higher education. The increased student popu-
lation resulted in poorer educational environments in many universities, especially 
in private ones. Although the increased enrollments contributed to tuition revenues, 
the increase was not enough to support the necessary new building, infrastructure, 
faculty members, etc. In this context, incentive-based funding was welcomed by the 
cash-strapped universities as a new public funding source. 

 Before the Korean government adopted incentive funding systems, it supported 
the national university on the basis of headcount (the number of professors and the 
number of students) although a small share of public funding was assigned to  private 
universities. A critical incentive funding policy was launched in 1994 to support 
national engineering schools (Shin  2004 ). Since then, the government has launched 
many follow up incentive funding schemes. In each case, a university is required to 
submit a proposal, including a proposal for the reform of their university, and the 
government assesses the proposals according to predetermined indicators (Shin 
 2009a ). The incentive funding systems have led to Korean universities being more 
competitive because many reformed their academic programs, adopted course 
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evaluation and faculty evaluation processes, upgraded their physical facilities and 
infrastructure, and hired competitive professors (Shin and Jang  2013 ). 

 The funding scheme generated some problems as well as benefi ts. Universities 
began to strategically respond to the incentive funding to attract more resources. As 
a result, reforms happened mostly on paper, but less so in practice. Universities 
benchmarked other universities that were successful in attracting incentive funding 
with the result that universities became similar in their program provisions and even 
mission focus. For example, research focused universities apply for incentive fund-
ing for university-industry collaboration projects, which are mainly designed for 
technical universities and 2-year colleagues. Of course, research universities can 
contribute to university-industry collaboration, but the way that a research univer-
sity contributes to industry should be different from a 2-year college or technical 
university. The incentive funding mechanisms contributed to improved quality of 
education in the beginning, but it appears to also have had a negative impact on 
Korean higher education. 

 As well as the problem discussed above, universities are losing their autonomy. 
Although the Korean government moved away from direct intervention in the uni-
versity system, it is still deeply involved in administration (Shin and Park  2007 ). 
Among the indirect interventions, the most signifi cant one is the use of funding 
indicators for incentive funding. These indicators encompass a wide range of uni-
versity administration and academic affairs, and universities are always sensitive 
about the indicators included in the funding scheme. Under such evaluation, univer-
sities lose their autonomy and the government’s indirect regulations become a major 
obstacle for the future qualitative development of Korean higher education. The 
Korean government is advised to review their funding mechanism and redesign it 
for more constructive future development.   

3.5     Conclusion 

 The growth of Korean higher education is remarkable for its quality as well as quantity. 
The development has occurred incrementally from lower level education (elemen-
tary, secondary education) to graduate education. In the development, private higher 
education has functioned as the major provider of higher education service and its 
share of student enrollment is 80 % is the highest among the OCED countries. 
Because of the large share of student enrollment in private universities, education 
costs are paid by students and the user pays model has been widely applied. This is 
quite different from elementary and secondary education in Korea where most of 
the costs are paid by the government. Also, this is different from much of European 
higher education. Instead, the Korean government invests heavily in R&D to pro-
mote a knowledge-based economy. 

 The features of higher education development discussed in this paper are related 
to socio-cultural tradition (Confucian tradition), the model university ideas, and 
economic development in Korea. The modern university ideas adopted in Korean 
are based on the German model which was established by the Japanese colonial 
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government and drawing on the US university model after the World War 
II. However, the modern university ideas are intertwined with socio-cultural factors 
and have been embedded in current Korean universities. The Confucian tradition 
has affected Korean higher education development. As well as the Western ideas 
and the Confucian tradition, the growth of Korean higher education has relied upon 
the rapid growth of the Korean economy. Education development is well aligned 
with economic development in Korea thanks to government policy initiatives. 

 This framework can be applied in the analysis of higher education development 
in other countries. Higher education development cannot be solely explained by 
individual cultural, historical or economic factor. These three factors are interlinked 
and infl uence the development of higher education. The case of Korean higher edu-
cation development has implications for other countries, especially the way in 
which the Korean government integrated education and economic development. 
However, this may not work in other contexts because the policy efforts of the 
Korean government are based on its unique cultural and historical context. The gov-
ernment strategy for user pays, for example, may not work elsewhere. 

 Academics are recommended to carefully review the historical and cultural con-
texts in their study of higher education development. This paper focused on the 
general features of the co-development of higher education and economy, but did 
not go into details of how the Korean government responded to the turbulent envi-
ronment during last six decades (e.g., the oil shocks of the 1970s, the civil rights 
movement in the 1980s, globalization and the fi nancial crisis in the 1990s etc.). 
Additional research is recommended on the policy dynamics that the Korean gov-
ernment developed in its unique cultural and historical context, and the turbulent 
environments it was faced with. 
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